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Note: The information about the sites described in this column is correct at the time it is written; it may have changed by the time this is published.
Many researchers in aging use already existing data sets collected for other research to conduct their own secondary research (Liang & Lawrence, 1989) . Direct access to electronic versions of these data sets has evolved through the use of magnetic tapes, online searching through specialized computing facilities, diskettes, CD-ROMS, and now the Internet. There is always a steep learning curve associated with the use of these electronic resources, and although there are now several centers that collect data sets on aging and help the researcher use them, a recent report of the Task Force on Aging Research recommends that more effort be made to promote the use of government data files (Recommendation 10.17,1995) .
Data sets are typically collected and made available by data archives. A good current list of data archives in aging is found on pages 16-19 of the 1995 edition of Data Resources in Gerontology (Harootyan & Reyazuddin, 1995) , published by the Gerontological Society of America (GSA). This is not available on the Internet, but perhaps CSA will consider putting it up on their new home page at: http://www.geron.org. The most comprehensive data archive for aging data sets is the National Archive of Computerized Data on Aging.
National Archive of Computerized Data on Aging/Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research
The National Archive of Computerized Data on Aging (NACDA), sponsored by the National Institute on Aging (NIA), was started in the late 1970s, and its mission at that time was to collect the data sets of national and government surveys concerned with the process of aging, health-related subjects, and the attitudes and behavior of the aged population, and to make this information accessible to users (Haberkorn & Traugott, 1982 Political and Social Research, 1995) .
General and membership information about NACDA and the full text of their catalog of "Data Collections" is available on the Internet at the ICPSR home page at http://www.icpsr.umich.edu. Here, under the section called "Data Archive," you will find several different searchable indexes: by title, by principal investigator, and by study number; a browsing feature; and a search engine to enter key words or study title words. The ICPSR home page provides access to all its data sets, not just the ones available from NACDA. I entered "longitudinal aging" (you can either use or not use such words as "and," "of," etc.; the results will be the same) in the search engine box and retrieved information about 2 data sets. I chose the National Health Interview Survey: Longitudinal Study of Aging (LSOA), 70 years and over, [1984] [1985] [1986] [1987] [1988] [1989] [1990] (also known as the LSOA Supplement on Aging, SOA I). At this point, I got an abstract of this study and information about browsing and downloading its codebooks. This information is available for all the data sets in the ICPSR database.
Some words of caution about two sources of files for which NACDA has more recent data, (a) The Social Sciences Data Collection at the University of California, San Diego also makes LSOA data available at http://ssdc.ucsd.edu/ssdc/8719.html, but it is from an earlier survey and covers only 1984-1987. ( you always have access to all available files, your best bet is to go directly to the ICPSR home page and do your searching from their "Data Archive" section. At this writing ICPSR is preparing to announce a NACDA home page. In addition to general information about NACDA, its Council and its Bulletin, it is expected that users will be able to download from 6 to 12 data sets and their corresponding codebooks from this new home page. You will be able to go to the NACDA home page from the ICPSR home page.
Demography of Aging Centers
In September 1994, NIA funded 9 Demography of Aging Centers to promote and improve demographic research on health, economics, and aging. Each one has a presence on the Internet. Three of them provide access to data sets; the others describe completed and/or ongoing projects, seminars, and papers. For an overview of and links to all 9 centers, go to: http:// www.psc.lsa.umich.edu/aging/otheraging.html.
The three Demography of Aging Centers that provide data sets are:
1. University of California (Berkeley) -Center on the Economics and Demography of Aging -http:// arrow.qal.berkeley.edu/. They provide access to the U.S. Mortality Estimates and Projections data files at: http://arrow.qal.berkeley.edu/data/mortality.
Duke University -Center for Demographic
Studies -http://cds.duke.edU/.Theyprovideaccess to the National Long Term Care Survey (NLTCS) public use data files at: http://cds.duke.edu/nltcs/ nltcs.html. These files are very extensive, are available for each year from 1982 to date, and are linked to Medicare payment files. They are compressed. Lots of help is available with each file to help you download it; however, please read the cautionary words in the "Compressed Files and Adobe Acrobat" section at the end of this column. You can also retrieve copies of the 1989 and 1994 NLTCS questionnaires. They, too, are compressed.
University of Michigan -Michigan Exploratory
Center on the Demography of Aging -http:// www.psc.lsa.umich.edu/aging/. They provide access to the following data sets: (a) HRS and AHEAD (see below), (b) the PSID (Panel Study of Income Dynamics), whose home page is: http://www.umich. edu/~psid/, and (c) the Wisconsin Longitudinal Survey, whose home page is: http://dpls.dacc.wisc.edu/ WLS/wls_archive.html.
HRS and AHEAD Web Page
The Health and Retirement Study (HRS) and the Asset and Health Dynamics Among the Oldest Old (AHEAD) study are longitudinal data collections begun in the early 1990s that examine retirement and the aging of society. They are available at: http:// www.umich.edu/~hrswww/. After you register online, you can access the HRS and AHEAD FTP (File Transfer Protocol) servers and download the public use files of your choice. Information and help is provided at the home page for the downloading process; however, downloading any FTP file should not be attempted by an inexperienced person.
U.S. Census Bureau
There is a wealth of aging demographics available from the U.S. Census Bureau home page at: http:// www.census.gov/. This is a complex site, and your best bet may be just going to it, selecting likely choices, and seeing where this takes you. You are really only going to be successful at this, however, if you use a graphics browser like Netscape.
For example, from the home page, you can choose "Subjects A-Z," then "Population Topics," and then "Social and Demographic Characteristics Data." At this point, you can go in several different directions for age-related statistics and information. If you examine the similarities and differences in the URLs of the examples below, you can get a pretty good idea of the successive links I chose to get to each one.
The very useful U.S. "Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics Telephone Contact Lists" arranged either by agency and associated organization or subject area is at: http://www.census.gov/ population/www/age, html.
"Use of Computers at Home, School & Work by Persons 18 and Older" is at: http://www.census.gov/ population/socdemo/computer/compuseb.txt. Here you find that 1,027,000 individuals 65+ years of age used a computer at home in 1993.
"The Elderly Population" by Frank B. Hobbs is at: http://www.census.gov/population/pop-profile/ elderpop.html. Here you get a brief summary, a bar graph chart, and a map taken from the Current Population Report, Series P23-190, Sixty-Five Plus in the U.S.
From the "Population Topics" link, you will find a population projection link that shows there will be 61,000 people over 100 years of age living in the U.S. on July 1, 1997, that by July 1, 2005 this number will increase to 101,000, and by July 1, 2050 the number will be 834,000. Or, you can go directly to this at: http://www.census.gov/population/projectionextract/respopl.html. The parts of the URL between the forward slashes are clues to the correct successive links.
Choosing "International Statistics" from "Subjects A-Z" will take you to the "International Data Base (IDB)," where you will find that in Afghanistan, for example, in midyear 1995, there were 52,000 individuals 80+ years of age. You can obtain this information for any country of the world by first selecting a country from the provided list. The direct URL for the IDB is at: http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/ idbsum.html.
Suppose you want to know how many persons there are in any U.S. zip code 85 years of age and over (or in any other age group). Finding this is a little harder. You have to make 11 successive choices, and they are not always intuitive. At the risk of both illustrating this and overloading the reader, they are: choose "Access Tools" from the home page, then "1990 Census Lookup/' then "STF3B (Summary Tape File)/' then enter any zip code, select "submit," choose "tables" from the data retrieval option screen, select "submit," choose (Table 13 ) "Age" (this is one of many tables giving other demographic data), select "submit" again, choose the format in which you wish to receive the data, then select "submit" again, and finally, you will get the data. Make sure your computer screen is displaying all the digits on the right. If you choose "STF3A" and go through the same steps again, you will get data on a U.S. state, county, or census tract level.
Another, perhaps easier, way to get the STF3B data is to go to the "U.S. Gazetteer," either at: http:// www.census.gov/cgi-bin/gazetteer or from the "Access Tools" link on the home page. Here you will get a search engine where you can enter any geographic place name or zip code and receive the data.
Yahoo
You can also get much of the Census Bureau data (and a lot of other state data, too) by using the Government: U.S. States Yahoo link. When you go to the URL at: http://www.yahoo.com/yahoo/government/ u_s_states/index.html, you are presented with a list of states. Yahoo has conveniently brought together each of the state home pages here so you don't have to go looking for them. When you click on a state, you leave Yahoo and are linked to that state's home page. Some states organize their home pages and their information better than others, but each one usually has 1990 Census data on the aged segment of their population somewhere in their files. You'll have to do a little detective work to find it and chances are how and where you found it in one state is not going to be how and where you find it in another state.
There are some general guidelines to follow. Look for a link to a state data center first. Most states have one, and there is a list of them on pages 22-33 of the 1995 edition of Data Resources in Gerontology. If you cannot find a state data center link, look for a link to a government agency that you think is likely to be responsible for that state's demographic data. If you are presented with a search engine, try entering either the key word "demographic" or "data"; you may have better luck with either of these terms than with terms like "aged" or "age." For some states, the information simply may not be there no matter how many variations of a strategy you try. At this writing, I was not successful in locating statistical information of any kind from Nevada's home page.
The state of Louisiana illustrates a typical way to locate a state's aging demographic data. Rather than take the easy way out and give the URL that will take you directly there, here are the 9 steps that must be taken to get to the Louisiana data: After selecting "Louisiana" from Yahoo's list of states, select "Info Louisiana" from the list of state agencies below the search engine, then "Search Info Louisiana," enter "demographic" in the search engine box, choose the "search" selection, select "Info Louisiana: State Census Data Center," select "State Demographic and Economic Information, including STF4 reports and projections," then "Detailed demographic reports" under "Detailed census reports for the state," and then select "Household type by age (60 +), table PB17," where you finally get the data.
The more you search the Internet by experimenting with links, choices, search engines, and key words, the more you will understand how it is structured and the less intimidating it will be.
National Center for Health Statistics
The National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) NCHS has a home page at: http://www.cdc.gov/ nchswww/nchshome.htm and makes most of its publications like the ones listed above available electronically. One of the links from its home page is to its "Catalog of Electronic Data Products," a large file of 1.2MB (megabytes). Unfortunately, there is another consideration: you must use the Adobe Acrobat Reader to read both their "Catalog" and their publications. See the last section below for further information about Adobe Acrobat. You can, however, get most of the NCHS raw data from NACDA.
Other Resources
The 1995 edition of the annual "Profile of Older Americans," jointly prepared by the American Association of Retired Persons and the U.S. Administration on Aging, is available at: http://www.aoa.dhhs. gov/aoa/pages/profil95.html. This is a good current source of general statistical information on older Americans for the interested layman. Look for this to be at a similar URL each year when the updated version is available.
The Administration on Aging (AoA) has a URL where they have pulled together information and links to aging statistics. It is called "Online Statistical Information on the Aging" and is available at: http:// www.aoa.dhhs.gov/aoa/stats/statlink.html.
The National Aging Information Center (NAIC) home page has a "Database Reference System" link under construction that expects to provide a reference system to identify aging variables and their associated data sets. It will be at: http://www2. ageinfo.org/naicweb/drsdb.html. The NAIC home There are many Internet sites around the world where you can find more general numeric social sciences data. An excellent source for locating these is the "Data on the Net" search engine at the Social Sciences Data Collection at the University of California, San Diego at: http://ssdc.ucsd.edu/idata/. This data base is kept up-to-date and is very inclusive with, at this writing, almost 200 sites with numeric data to download, over 75 data libraries, and over 100 social science gateways. Another interesting site that gives similar information in a striking graphic format is the home page of the Social Science Data Archives at the Norwegian Social Services Data Services at: http://www.uib.no/nsd/diverse/utenland.htm.
Compressed Files and Adobe Acrobat
Most of the data sets discussed in the first part of this column are very large. Many of them are compressed to save both storage space on the computer where they reside (the server) and transmission time when they are downloaded. You need to uncompress them in order to read them after you have downloaded them. PKZIP, a compression program, and PKUNZIP, its corresponding uncompression program, are probably the most common programs and information about them is available at the PKWARE home page at: http://www.pkware.com/. Many data sets include information about downloading and reading their compressed files right along with the files themselves. However, you should probably not attempt to download and uncompress any file unless you are experienced in this, or have the help of a technical expert.
Many of the U.S. Government electronic data reports, including all the publications in electronic form of the National Center for Health Statistics, are created using the Adobe Acrobat format. Information about this is available at: http://www.adobe. com/acrobat/readstep.html. This format is used when documents have a sophisticated page format, like tabular data, and the information on a page needs to be saved as a full page image preserving the original layout and fonts. The software to create documents in Adobe Acrobat format must be purchased, but the Adobe Acrobat Reader, needed to read previously formatted files, is available free, either from the above URL or also often from within a document that tells you it is in Adobe Acrobat format. Downloading the Reader, however, is not something for the inexperienced user to try. In addition, it may be difficult to enlarge the downloaded on-screen image enough to read it. Have a technical expert on hand when downloading and reading files in Adobe Acrobat format.
Dealing with a large electronic data file in and of itself is difficult. The additional need to know how to use the Internet to uncompress it, read it in a special format, or download it as an FTP file is even more daunting. Perhaps this is why many researchers approach such files with caution. And yet they are being urged to use them more frequently and to do more secondary data analysis in times of declining research funding. The technical staff at ICPSR and NACDA are very accessible and helpful in dealing with the technical aspects of their data sets, but more on-site help for researchers seems to be needed, too. Some futurists say that some day large electronic data files will come with their own internal uncompression or format reading files that will automatically take care of these problems for the user. Researchers will be happier when that day arrives.
The author welcomes comments and suggestions at post@shrsys.hslc.org or post@hs|c.org.
